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1. 

INTEGRATED USER INTERFACE 
MECHANISM FOR RECURSIVE SEARCHING 

AND SELECTING OF TEMS 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates in general to methods and 
systems for information handling, and in particular to a 
graphical user interface and method of operation for search 
ing, and selecting items from, a database. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Many approaches have been proposed to retrieving infor 
mation and displaying it to a computer user. Examples 
include U.S. Pat. No. 6,209,006 (Medl, et al., Mar. 27, 2001), 
which relates to the use of hyperlinks that enable recall of help 
functions. "Elements of a user interface for an application 
program are predefined as help functions by the programmer 
or developer....Upon selection of a highlighted hyperlinked 
element, a help window appears providing definitions, func 
tional instructions, etc.” Another example is U.S. Pat. No. 
6,233,571 (Egger, et al., May 15, 2001), which relates to 
computerized research tools for locating legal opinions, pat 
ents and related documents, and how relationships among 
Such documents may be detected and displayed. Another 
example is U.S. Pat. No. 5,649.221 (Crawford, et al., Jul. 15, 
1997), which discloses a “reverse electronic dictionary;” the 
user enters one or more search words which are thought to 
exist in the definition of the word that is sought. Another 
example is U.S. Pat. No. 6,044.365 (Cannon, et al., Mar. 28, 
2000), which relates to indexing and retrieving images, 
Sounds, and text, used in greeting cards, invitations, 
announcement cards, and the like; a user inputs key words 
describing graphic and sound files to be retrieved. 

However, the above-mentioned examples address Substan 
tially different problems, and thus are significantly different 
from the present invention. 

In the past, thesaurus functions have been added to word 
processor applications. One example is Microsoft's WORD, 
in which a user may look up words in a thesaurus. A user may 
find the thesaurus function through menus at the top of the 
screen, or a user may find the thesaurus function by pointing 
to a word in the text, clicking the right mouse button, and then 
selecting a “synonyms' option. 

Another example is Corel’s WORDPERFECT: again, a 
user may find the thesaurus function in a menu at the top of the 
Screen. Corel’s WORDPERFECT also contains a feature 
called “Prompt-As-You-Go.” Depending on the position of 
the insertion point on the screen, a Suggested correction may 
be displayed in a small box at the top of the screen; or a 
correctly spelled word in the text may be echoed in the small 
box at the top of the screen, and a user may activate a drop 
down list of synonyms at the top of the screen. However, this 
list does not allow further access to words beyond those in the 
list. 
The above-mentioned thesaurus examples involve a sig 

nificant diversion of a users attention away from the main 
application. The activation trigger is at the top of the screen. 
The process for looking up words in the thesaurus is different 
from the thesaurus-activation process in the word processor; 
this causes an unnecessary distraction for the user. The above 
mentioned thesaurus examples lack visual cues in the active 
part of the screen, to invite a user to take advantage of the 
thesaurus function. 

Thus there is a need for systems and methods that allow a 
user to thoroughly search a database for items to utilize in a 
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2 
main application, while minimizing the diversion of a user's 
attention away from the main application. There is also a need 
for an effective visual cue, to show a user of a main applica 
tion that useful items may be available in a database. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Typically, Some effort is required to thoroughly search a 
database for useful items; the invention provides a convenient 
mechanism to do this. To give a general example, the inven 
tion involves providing a user of a main application with a 
recursive search process as follows: a) responsive to a cur 
Sor's position, identifying a target item; b) searching a data 
base for items similar to said target item; c) providing an 
indicator, near said target item's position, to show the exist 
ence of similar items in said database; and d) providing access 
to the similar items. Access is conveniently provided through 
a pop-up window, near the target item's position. Any one of 
said similar items may then become a target item for the 
recursive search process, allowing a user to thoroughly search 
a database. The same process is applied to items in the main 
application and to items in the pop-up window, minimizing 
the diversion of a user's attention away from the main appli 
cation. A user may select a similar item from the database for 
use in the main application. 
The invention runs in the background, dynamically anno 

tating the active part of a main applications user interface 
with an indicator, to show a user of a main application that 
useful items may be available in a database. The trigger for 
initially activating the mechanism for searching and selecting 
in a main application is the same as the trigger for activating 
another round of searching the database, thus minimizing the 
diversion of a users attention away from the main applica 
tion. 
To give a more detailed example, one might employ the 

invention by applying a recursive annotation function to items 
in a main application, as follows: responsive to a cursors 
position, identifying a target item; searching a database for 
items similar to said target item; providing an indicator, near 
the target item's position, to show that similar items from said 
database may be displayed; and providing, near the target 
item's position, an icon for sending a command for display to 
a recursive pop-up display function. The pop-up display func 
tion displays the similar items in a pop-up window, near the 
target item's position. Any one of the similar items in the 
pop-up window may become a target item for the above 
mentioned recursive annotation function. A user may select a 
similar item from the database for use in the main application. 
This might involve inserting a word into text with a word 
processor, the items may be words, and the database may be 
a thesaurus or dictionary, for example. Other examples are 
utilizing an image with a graphics application, or placing an 
order to buy an item with a purchasing application. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

A better understanding of the present invention can be 
obtained when the following detailed description is consid 
ered in conjunction with the following drawings. The use of 
the same reference symbols in different drawings indicates 
similar or identical items. 

FIG. 1 illustrates a simplified example of an information 
handling system that may be used to practice the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 illustrates one possible user interface display anno 
tated with an indicator, according to the teachings of the 
present invention. 
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FIG. 3 illustrates further details of one possible user inter 
face display annotated with an indicator, according to the 
teachings of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates further details of one possible user inter 
face display annotated with a pop-up display, according to the 
teachings of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving the invention’s recursive search process. 

FIG. 6 illustrates further details of one possible user inter 
face display involving the invention's recursive search pro 
CCSS, 

FIG. 7 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving the invention’s recursive search process, and a sec 
ond round of searching. 

FIG. 8 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving an example of the invention’s selection process. 

FIG. 9 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving an example where an item from a database has been 
utilized in a main application Such as a word processor, 
according to the teachings of the present invention. 

FIG. 10 is a high-level block diagram illustrating an 
example of a system and method for searching and selecting, 
according to the teachings of the present invention. 

FIG.11 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a recursive 
annotation function for annotating a user interface, according 
to the teachings of the present invention. 

FIG. 12 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a lookup 
function, according to the teachings of the present invention. 

FIG. 13 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a recursive 
pop-up display function, according to the teachings of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 14 illustrates one possible user interface display of a 
graphics application annotated with a pop-up display, accord 
ing to the teachings of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The examples that follow involve the use of one or more 
computers and may involve the use of a network. The present 
invention is not limited as to the type of computer on which it 
runs, and not limited as to the type of network used. 
The following are definitions of terms used in the descrip 

tion of the present invention and in the claims: 
“Computer-usable medium' means any carrier wave, signal 

or transmission facility for communication with comput 
ers, and any kind of computer memory, such as floppy 
disks, hard disks, Random Access Memory (RAM), Read 
Only Memory (ROM), CD-ROM, flash ROM, non-volatile 
ROM, and non-volatile memory. 

“Item' means a word, image, text file, graphics file, or some 
other unit of data that may be stored in a database or used 
by software. 

“Storing data or information, using a computer, means plac 
ing the data or information, for any length of time, in any 
kind of computer memory, such as floppy disks, hard disks, 
Random Access Memory (RAM), Read Only Memory 
(ROM), CD-ROM, flash ROM, non-volatile ROM, and 
non-volatile memory. 
FIG. 1 illustrates a simplified example of an information 

handling system that may be used to practice the present 
invention. The invention may be implemented on a variety of 
hardware platforms, including handheld computers, personal 
computers, workstations, servers, and embedded systems. 
The computer system of FIG. 1 has at least one processor 110. 

Processor 110 is interconnected via system bus 112 to 
random access memory (RAM) 116, read only memory 
(ROM) 114, and input/output (I/O) adapter 118 for connect 
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4 
ing peripheral devices such as disk unit 120 and tape drive140 
to bus 112, user interface adapter 122 for connecting key 
board 124, mouse 126 or other user interface devices to bus 
112, communication adapter 134 for connecting the informa 
tion handling system to a data processing network 150, and 
display adapter 136 for connecting bus 112 to display device 
138. Communication adapter 134 may link the system 
depicted in FIG. 1 with hundreds or even thousands of similar 
systems, or other devices, such as remote printers, remote 
servers, or remote storage units. The system depicted in FIG. 
1 may be linked to both local area networks (sometimes 
referred to as Intranets) and wide area networks, such as the 
Internet. 

While the computer system described in FIG. 1 is capable 
of executing the processes described herein, this computer 
system is simply one example of a computer system. Those 
skilled in the art will appreciate that many other computer 
system designs are capable of performing the processes 
described herein. 

FIG. 2 illustrates one possible user interface display anno 
tated with an indicator, according to the teachings of the 
present invention. Cursor 220 is positioned at the word 
“print, 210, in a line of text. This represents a line of text 
displayed by a main application Such as a word processor or 
text editor. Responsive to the cursor 220's position, the inven 
tion identifies the word “print, 210, as a target item. The 
invention searches a database for items similar to the target 
item, and provides an indicator. 230, near word 210’s posi 
tion, to show the existence of similar items in said database. In 
this example, indicator 230 displays a number (15), showing 
how many of said similar items exist in said database. In this 
example, indicator 230 appears as a SuperScript number 
Superimposed over a Small translucent book icon. 

FIG. 3 illustrates further details of one possible user inter 
face display annotated with an indicator, according to the 
teachings of the present invention. Here, indicator 230 
includes a function as an icon for sending a command for 
access or display. In this example, providing an indicator 
further comprises changing the appearance of said cursor, 
320. In this example, cursor 320 appears as a hand with a 
book, reinforcing for the user the availability of similar items 
in said database. The notation “click. 310, signifies a user 
sending a command for access or display, by clicking amouse 
button, or touching a touch-sensitive screen with a stylus, or 
using some other input device. 

FIG. 4 illustrates further details of one possible user inter 
face display annotated with a pop-up display, according to the 
teachings of the present invention. Responsive to said com 
mand for display, the invention displays similar items, at 430, 
in a pop-up window 420. The target item is highlighted, 410. 
A pop-up display, 420, shows similar items, 430, and pro 
vides access to said similar items 430. Any one of the similar 
items at 430 may become a target item for the inventions 
recursive search process. Path 440 shows a history of target 
items. Button 450 provides a way to exit the pop-up display. 
Pop-up window 420 appears near target item 410, as dis 
played by a main application, minimizing the diversion of a 
users attention away from the main application. 

FIG. 4 also illustrates another feature of the invention: 
dynamically analyzing the context in which a first item (e.g. 
the item at 410) appears, and based on said context, display 
ing similar items so that the similar items displayed first are 
those most appropriate to replace the first item. In this 
example, the word “print” at 410 has been identified as a 
noun, so similar nouns are listed first among similar items at 
430. 
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FIG. 5 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving the invention’s recursive search process. FIG. 5 
illustrates how any one of the similar items at 430 may 
become a target item for the invention's recursive search 
process. For example, the invention may apply a recursive 
annotation function to the similar items at 430; any one of said 
similar items at 430 may become a target item for said recur 
sive annotation function. In this example, near cursor 520's 
position, the item at 510, the word "copy,” has become a target 
item for said recursive annotation function. The invention 
searches a database for items similar to the target item. As in 
FIG. 2, the invention provides an indicator. 230, near word 
510's position, to show the existence of similar items in the 
database. In this example, as in FIG. 2, indicator 230 displays 
a number (10), showing how many similar items (i.e. items 
similar to the item at 510) exist in said database. Thus the user 
may interact with the similar items 430 displayed in the 
pop-up window 420, in the same way as the user interacts 
with items displayed in the main application, such as item 220 
in FIG.2. The user may choose to see items similar to the item 
at 510. On the other hand, the user may choose to utilize the 
item at 510. In this example, the item at 510, the word “copy.” 
is underlined to show that it may be selected by the user, and 
utilized in the main application. 

FIG. 6 illustrates an example of a user interface involving 
the invention’s recursive search process. In the same manner 
as in FIG. 3, indicator 230 includes a function as an icon for 
sending a command for access or display. As in FIG. 3, 
providing an indicator (of similar items) further comprises 
changing the appearance of the cursor, 320. The notation 
"click. 310, signifies a user sending a command for access or 
display, by clicking a mouse button, or touching a touch 
sensitive screen with a stylus, or using some other input 
device. Here, the user sends the command for display regard 
ing item 510, one of the similar items displayed at 430 within 
pop-up window 420. 

FIG. 7 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving the invention’s recursive search process, and a sec 
ond round of searching. The example in FIG. 7 shows that the 
invention, responsive to said command for display, displays 
similar items (this time, items similar to the word “copy'), at 
710, in pop-up window 420. Path 440, with backward and 
forward arrow buttons, shows a history of target items, 
updated to include the word “copy.” 

FIG. 8 illustrates one possible user interface display 
involving an example of the invention’s selection process. In 
this example, the item at 810 ("certified copy') is selected 
(shown by cursor 520 pointing at item 810). Responsive to a 
command for replacement (the notation “click. 310) the 
invention replaces a first item (the word “print” at 410) with 
an item from the database, "certified copy' at 810. The nota 
tion "click. 310, signifies a user sending a command, by 
clicking a mouse button, or touching a touch-sensitive screen 
with a stylus, or using some other input device. On the other 
hand, a user could decide not to select any of the similar items 
at 710, but rather utilize button 450 as away to exit the pop-up 
display. 
The example in FIG. 9 shows the result after the invention 

replaces a first item (the word “print at 210 in FIG. 2) with an 
item from the database, “certified copy' at 910. In this 
example, an item from the database has been utilized in a 
main application such as word processor. FIGS. 2-9 show 
how the invention allows a user to thoroughly search a data 
base for items to utilize in a main application, while minimiz 
ing the diversion of a users attention away from the main 
application. 
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6 
FIG. 10 is a high-level block diagram illustrating an 

example of a system and method for searching and selecting, 
according to the teachings of the present invention. Software 
for implementing the present invention is contained in a 
mechanism for searching and selecting, block 1010. Mecha 
nism 1010 interacts with a main application, block 1020, and 
a database, 1030. Main application 1020 may be a word 
processor, text editor, graphics application, purchasing soft 
ware, or some other application. Database 1030 may be a 
thesaurus or dictionary, or may contain descriptions of goods 
or components, or may contain images, for example. Data 
base 1030 may be incorporated into mechanism 1010 or may 
be operated as a database system independent of, but acces 
sible to, mechanism 1010. At 1001, mechanism 1010 reads a 
cursor's position from main application 1020, and responsive 
to the cursor's position, mechanism 1010 identifies a target 
item from main application 1020. At 1002, mechanism 1010 
searches database 1030 for items similar to said target item 
and reads data from database 1030. At 1003, mechanism 1010 
annotates the user interface of main application 1020, provid 
ing an indicator, near the target item's position, to show that 
similar items from database 1030 may be displayed. The 
indicator may show how many of said similar items exist in 
database 1030. Mechanism 1010 provides access to said simi 
lar items from database 1030. A user may select a similar item 
from database 1030 for use in main application 1020, so at 
1004, mechanism 1010 writes data to main application 1020. 
For example, mechanism 1010 may replace a first item in 
main application 1020 with an item from database 1030, as 
illustrated in FIGS. 2-9. 

FIG.11 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a recursive 
annotation function for annotating a user interface, according 
to the teachings of the present invention. At block 1110, the 
annotation function determines a cursor's position, in a user 
interface of a main application. If the cursor is not over an 
item that can trigger a search, the “No” branch is taken at 
decision 1120; for example, the cursor may be over a print 
button in a word processor application. Next, at block 1130, 
the last annotation provided by the annotation function is 
removed, if one is present, and the process returns to block 
1110. On the other hand, if at decision 1120 the cursor is over 
an item that can trigger a search, the 'Yes' branch is taken to 
block 1140. At block 1140, the annotation function gets the 
item under a cursor, in a user interface of a main application. 
If this item is not a new item (i.e., not an item different from 
the last one handled by the annotation function) the “No” 
branch is taken at decision 1150, and the process returns to 
block 1110. On the other hand, if at decision 1150 the item is 
a new item, the “Yes” branch is taken to block 1160. At block 
1160 the annotation function passes the item to a lookup 
function (see FIG. 12) to get similar items from a database: 
the lookup function will return the number of similar items in 
the database. If the number of similar items in the database is 
Zero, the “No” branch is taken at decision 1170, and the 
process returns to block 1110. On the other hand, if at deci 
sion 1170 the number of similar items in the database is 
greater than Zero, the “Yes” branch is taken to block 1180. At 
block 1180, the annotation function annotates a user interface 
(UI) of a main application. Typically this will involve provid 
ing an indicator, near the target item's position, to show the 
existence of similar items in said database. The indicator may 
show how many similar items exist in said database. Anno 
tating a UI also will involve providing, near the target items 
position, an icon for sending a command for display of, or 
access to, the similar items. Typically this will involve calling 
a recursive pop-up display function (see FIG. 13). Typically 
this will initiate a sequence of function calls in which the 
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recursive annotation function may be called again. Following 
block 1180, the annotation function returns to block 1110. 

FIG. 12 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a lookup 
function, according to the teachings of the present invention. 
The lookup function starts at block 1210. Typically this will 
involve the lookup function being called by the annotation 
function in FIG. 11. (In FIG. 11, block 1160, the annotation 
function passes an item to the lookup function to get similar 
items from a database.) At block 1220 the lookup function 
looks up this target item in the database. If there is at least one 
item similar to this target item in the database, the lookup 
function stores a list of similar items, at block 1230. At block 
1240, the lookup function returns the number of similar items 
in the database; the process is now done, block 1250. 

FIG. 13 is a flow chart illustrating an example of a recursive 
pop-up display function, according to the teachings of the 
present invention. The pop-up display function starts at block 
1310. Typically this will involve the pop-up display function 
being called by the annotation function in FIG. 11 (see the 
description of FIG. 11, block 1180). At block 1320, the pop 
up display function gets a list of items from a database, that 
are similar to a target item; this list of similar items may be 
generated by a lookup function such as the one in FIG. 12. At 
block 1330, this list of similar items is displayed in a pop-up 
window, near a target item's position in a user interface of a 
main application. At block 1340, an annotation function starts 
inside the pop-up window. Typically this will involve calling 
a recursive annotation function (see FIG. 11). Typically this 
will involve a sequence of function calls in which the recur 
sive pop-up display function may be called again. At block 
1350, the pop-up display function waits. At this point, a user 
may select a similar item from the database foruse in the main 
application; if not, the “No” branch is taken at decision 1360, 
and the process continues waiting at block 1350. If a user 
selects a similar item from the database for use in the main 
application, the “Yes” branch is taken at decision 1360, and 
the process provides the similar item for use at block 1370. In 
this example, the selected item is inserted in place of an 
original item in a main application. This might involve insert 
ing a word with a word processor, as in FIGS. 8-9. On the 
other hand, this might involve placing an order to buy an item 
with a purchasing application, or utilizing an image with a 
graphics application, for example. After dismissing the pop 
up window at block 1380, the recursive pop-up display func 
tion terminates at block 1390. 

Those skilled in the art will recognize that blocks could be 
added to the above-mentioned flow charts to describe win 
dow-managing details, or optional features, such as changing 
the appearance of a cursor to show the existence of similar 
items in a database, or providing an exit button as away to exit 
the pop-up display. Blocks in the above-mentioned flow 
charts could be arranged in a somewhat different order, but 
still describe the invention. 

FIG. 14 illustrates one possible user interface display of a 
graphics application annotated with a pop-up display, accord 
ing to the teachings of the present invention. This example 
may represent drawing Software, drafting Software or some 
other graphics Software displaying images at 1400. The 
images in this example are triangular shapes that might rep 
resent shapes on a map, or structural components, or 
mechanical components such as fan blades. A first target item 
1410 has been highlighted. A pop-up display, 1420, shows 
similar items, 1431, 1432, and 1433, and provides access to 
them. Any one of the similar items at 1431, 1432, and 1433 
may become a target item for the invention’s recursive search 
process (in particular, a recursive annotation function as in 
FIG. 11). In this example, responsive to cursor 1450s posi 
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8 
tion, the item at 1431 has become a target item for the recur 
sive annotation function. The invention searches a database 
for items similar to the target item. The invention provides an 
indicator, 1440, near item 1431's position, to show the exist 
ence of similar items in the database. In this example, indi 
cator 1440 displays a number (4), showing how many similar 
items (i.e. items similar to the item at 1431) exist in said 
database. Similar items might be components of the same 
shape, with various dimensions or made of various materials, 
for example. The user may choose to see items similar to the 
item at 1431. On the other hand, the user may choose to utilize 
the item at 1431. 

In conclusion, a system and method has been shown that 
allow a user to thoroughly search a database for items to 
utilize in a main application, while minimizing the diversion 
of a user's attention away from the main application. 
One of the preferred implementations of the invention is an 

application, namely a set of instructions (program code) in a 
code module which may, for example, be resident in the 
random access memory of a computer. Until required by the 
computer, the set of instructions may be stored in another 
computer memory, for example, in a hard disk drive, or in a 
removable memory Such as an optical disk (for eventual use in 
a CD ROM) or floppy disk (for eventual use in a floppy disk 
drive), or downloaded via the Internet or other computer 
network. Thus, the present invention may be implemented as 
a computer-usable medium having computer-executable 
instructions for use in a computer. In addition, although the 
various methods described are conveniently implemented in a 
general-purpose computer selectively activated or reconfig 
ured by software, one of ordinary skill in the art would also 
recognize that such methods may be carried out in hardware, 
in firmware, or in more specialized apparatus constructed to 
perform the required method steps. 

While the invention has been shown and described with 
reference to particular embodiments thereof, it will be under 
stood by those skilled in the art that the foregoing and other 
changes in form and detail may be made therein without 
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. The 
appended claims are to encompass within their scope all Such 
changes and modifications as are within the true spirit and 
scope of this invention. Furthermore, it is to be understood 
that the invention is solely defined by the appended claims. It 
will be understood by those with skill in the art that if a 
specific number of an introduced claim element is intended, 
such intent will be explicitly recited in the claim, and in the 
absence of Such recitation no Such limitation is present. For 
non-limiting example, as an aid to understanding, the 
appended claims may contain the introductory phrases “at 
least one' or "one or more' to introduce claim elements. 
However, the use of such phrases should not be construed to 
imply that the introduction of a claim element by indefinite 
articles such as “a” or “an limits any particular claim con 
taining Such introduced claim element to inventions contain 
ing only one such element, even when the same claim 
includes the introductory phrases “at least one' or “one or 
more' and indefinite articles such as “a” or “an: the same 
holds true for the use in the claims of definite articles. 

We claim: 
1. A computer-implemented method of providing access to 

a database, said method comprising: 
providing a recursive search process that includes a-d 

below: 
a. responsive to a cursor's position, identifying a target 

item; 
b. Searching a database for items similar to said target item; 
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c. providing an indicator, near said target item's position, to 
show the existence of similar items in said database; and 

d. responsive to a command for access, providing access to 
said similar items; 

applying, to a first item in a main application, said recursive 
search process, wherein any one of said similar items 
may become said target item for said recursive search 
process; and 

responsive to a command for replacement, replacing said 
first item with an item from said database. 

2. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a thesaurus. 
3. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a dictionary. 
4. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein 

said items are non-textual graphical images. 
5. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein 

said indicator provides a display of a numerical total of a 
number of said similar items that exist in said database. 

6. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein 
said providing an indicator further comprises providing an 
icon for sending said command for access. 

7. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein 
said providing an indicator further comprises changing the 
appearance of said cursor. 

8. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, further 
comprising: 

dynamically analyzing a context in which said first item 
appears; and 

based on said context, displaying said similar items so that 
the similar items displayed first are those most appro 
priate to replace said first item. 

9. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, wherein 
the recursive search process including a-d is provided as a 
background application that is applied to the first item in the 
main application prior to a selection of the target item by a 
user via an input device. 

10. The computer-implemented method of claim 1, 
wherein the indicatorisagraphical indicator representative of 
similar items being present, but does not display any details of 
any of the similar items prior to selection of the indicator by 
a user via an input device. 

11. A method of providing access to a database, said 
method comprising: 

applying a recursive annotation function to a first item in a 
main application; 

with said recursive annotation function, 
responsive to a cursor's position, identifying a target 

item; 
searching a database for items similar to said target item; 
providing an indicator, near said target item's position, 

to show that similar items from said database may be 
displayed; and 

providing, near said target items position, an icon for 
sending a command for display to a recursive pop-up 
display function; 

with said recursive pop-up display function, 
responsive to said command for display, displaying said 

similar items in a pop-up window, near said target 
item's position; 

applying said recursive annotation function to said simi 
lar items, wherein any one of said similar items may 
become said target item for said recursive annotation 
function; and 
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10 
responsive to a command for replacement, replacing said 

first item with an item from said database. 
12. The method of claim 11, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a thesaurus. 
13. The method of claim 11, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a dictionary. 
14. The method of claim 11, wherein said items are non 

textual graphical images. 
15. The method of claim 11, wherein said indicator pro 

vides a display of a numerical total of a number of said similar 
items that exist in said database. 

16. The method of claim 11, wherein said providing an 
indicator further comprises changing the appearance of said 
CUSO. 

17. The method of claim 11, further comprising: 
dynamically analyzing a context in which said first item 

appears; and 
based on said context, displaying said similar items so that 

the similar items displayed first are those most appro 
priate to replace said first item. 

18. A system for providing access to a database, said sys 
tem comprising: 

a processor; 
a memory having instructions contained therein, wherein 

the instructions, when executed by the processor, pro 
vide: 

recursive search means, including a-d below: 
a. means for identifying a target item in response to a 

cursor's position; 
b. means for searching a database for items similar to said 

target item; 
c. means for providing an indicator, near said target items 

position, to show the existence of similar items in said 
database; and 

d. means to a command for providing access to said similar 
items in response to a command for access; and 

means for replacing said first item with an item from said 
database in response to a command for replacement, 
wherein: 

said recursive search means operates on a first item in a 
main application, and 

any one of said similar items may become said target item 
for said recursive search means. 

19. The system of claim 18, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a thesaurus. 
20. The system of claim 18, wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a dictionary. 
21. The system of claim 18, wherein said items are non 

textual graphical images. 
22. The system of claim 18, wherein said indicator pro 

vides a display of a numerical total of a number of said similar 
items that exist in said database. 

23. The system of claim 18, wherein said means for pro 
viding an indicator further comprises means for providing an 
icon for sending said command for access. 

24. The system of claim 18, wherein said means for pro 
viding an indicator further comprises means for changing the 
appearance of said cursor. 

25. The system of claim 18, further comprising: 
means for dynamically analyzing a context in which said 

first item appears; and 
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means for displaying said similar items, based on said 
context, so that the similar items displayed first are those 
most appropriate to replace said first item. 

26. The system of claim 18, wherein the recursive search 
means including a-d is provided as a background application 
that is applied to the first item in the main application prior to 
a selection of the target item by a user via an input device. 

27. The system of claim 18, wherein the indicator is a 
graphical indicator representative of similar items being 
present, but does not display any details of any of the similar 
items prior to selection of the indicator by a user via an input 
device. 

28. A computer readable storage medium having com 
puter-executable instructions for providing access to a data 
base, said computer-executable instructions comprising: 

recursive search means, including a-d below: 
a. means for identifying a target item in response to a 

cursor's position; 
b. means for searching a database for items similar to said 

target item; 
c. means for providing an indicator, near said target items 

position, to show the existence of similar items in said 
database; and 

d. means for providing access to said similar items in 
response to a command for access; and 

means for replacing said first item with an item from said 
database in response to a command for replacement, 
wherein: 

said recursive search means operates on a first item in a 
main application, and 

any one of said similar items may become said target item 
for said recursive search means. 

29. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
wherein: 

said items are words; and 
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said database is a thesaurus. 
30. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 

wherein: 
said items are words; and 
said database is a dictionary. 
31. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 

wherein said items are non-textual graphical images. 
32. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 

wherein said indicator provides a display of a numerical total 
of a number of said similar items that exist in said database. 

33. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
wherein said means for providing an indicator further com 
prises means for providing an icon for sending said command 
for access. 

34. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
wherein said means for providing an indicator further com 
prises means for changing the appearance of said cursor. 

35. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
further comprising: 
means for dynamically analyzing a context in which said 

first item appears; and 
means for displaying said similar items, based on said 

context, so that the similar items displayed first are those 
most appropriate to replace said first item. 

36. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
wherein the recursive search means including a-d is provided 
as a background application that is applied to the first item in 
the main application prior to a selection of the target item by 
a user via an input device. 

37. The computer readable storage medium of claim 28, 
wherein the indicatorisagraphical indicator representative of 
similar items being present, but does not display any details of 
any of the similar items prior to selection of the indicator by 
a user via an input device. 
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